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Second but best
I have a carrier tricycle, two adorable children 

and a husband who has a creative job. We 

live in a fixer-upper in Rotterdam-West and I 

am very involved in the local community and 

the city as a whole. I am therefore exactly the 

kind of person that Rotterdam’s city authori-

ties are always happy to welcome. Above all, I 

am proud to be a resident of Rotterdam. 

It is hard to imagine that, as a teenager, I 

wanted to live in Amsterdam. For me, there 

was only Amsterdam, the nation’s capital 

and largest city. Little did I know that, ten 

years later, I would be living in Rotterdam. 

Although the second city of the Netherlands, 

it was an unknown land to me. The move to 

Rotterdam was more a matter of chance than 

of conscious choice. It was affordable and 

a home was more readily available. There 

was not much to do in the city in the early 

years. We entertained ourselves at home or in 

Amsterdam. 

So why did we continue to live in the city? 

Let’s just say that we felt the Rotterdam 

spring coming. We felt that the city had it 

within itself to crawl out of its shell and be-

come something truly special to the outside 

world and to us, the people of Rotterdam. 

The positive energy and spirit of enterprise 

that have taken hold of the city in recent 

years are overwhelming at times. In my view, 

however, it is not about the top tourist attrac-

tions. What moves the heart and mind is the 

city itself. It becomes a part of you. There is 

a real magic in the city’s people and their as-

pirations and efforts. There is a tremendous 

energy among young and old alike, among in-

dividuals who wish to break open the cocoon 

and reveal just how beautiful the city is. This 

edition is therefore about the power of second 

cities all over the world. 

Second choice does not always mean second 

best.

Wieneke Gunneweg, 
Editor-in-chief of Erasmus Magazine
gunneweg@em.eur.nl
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A continent of 
opportunities
An ‘average’ day in the 
Theil building: Shiny happy 
faces from all over the 
world, a hand on a shoul-
der, quickly taking a group 
photo together. The ladies 
and sole gentleman pose 
just before the start of 
the annual African Busi-
ness Day in the Aula, or-
ganized for the second 
time by student associa-
tion ASAH. With the Busi-
ness Day, ASAH wants to 
emphasize to their univer-
sity peers that Africa is 
not ‘a continent of issues, 
but a continent of oppor-
tunities.’ About two hun-
dred students participat-
ed in the conference, with 
speakers ranging from an 
African Google represent-
ative to the author of the 
book Beasts of No Nation, 
Uzodinma Iweala.
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→ Campus poet Martina Pocchiari

The New University 
Rotterdam, Rethink 
EUR, The Good 
Conversation. Last 
year, a huge number 
of initiatives were in-
troduced to increase 
participation in the 
university. Most of 
these focused on 
strengthening the 
position of participa-
tion councils: better 
compensation, more 
input, more frequent 
right of consent. But 
how to get staff, and 
above all, students 
more involved in 
their faculty is a 
question less often 
asked. If only it had 
been.

In April, the annual university 
council elections were due to 
take place. However, not even 
one in five students took the 
trouble to vote for one of the 
candidates. The reasons for not 
going out to vote? EM asked 
students: “I’m in my sixth 
year at this university and I’ve 
seen it all before.” Another 
student is going to vote, but 
understands why many don’t: 
“ All the candidates want the 
same, no one has a really orig-
inal position.”
But for one student at ESHCC, 
there was a totally different 
reason: “I would vote, but 
I can’t because my faculty 
doesn’t have any candidates on 
the list.” At ESHCC, no student 
was willing to promote the 
greater interest of the faculty. 
But even at Social Sciences (1 
candidate more than the num-
ber of seats), Erasmus MC/
iBMG and Philosophy (both 
equal number of candidates 
as seats), voting had very little 
significance. There was only 

some element of choice at ESL, 
ESE and RSM. 
Meanwhile, the image of aca-
demic life has suffered another 
blow thanks to a former EUR 
scholar. A university com-
mittee judged three articles 
by former professor James 
Hunton to be ‘academically 
unreliable’. The committee 
could not reach any hard con-
clusions, because the RSM 
scholar had refused to cooper-
ate with the enquiry. However, 
because another 30 (!) articles 
which Hunton wrote for other 
universities have also been re-
tracted, the committee is cyni-
cal. The 33 retractions catapult 
Hunton into the global top 10 
of the RetractionWatch list.
Important visitors to Erasmus 
University. On 21 April, United 
Nations secretary-general Ban 
Ki-moon made his appear-
ance in the aula, at the invita-
tion of the Economic Faculty 
Association Rotterdam. Here, 
he was presented with the 
World Leader Cycle Award. 
And although highly promi-
nent officials like Ban tend to 

restrict themselves to hyper-
correct statements on such 
occasions, the audience came 
out in droves to listen to him. 
“We live as if there were more 
worlds to live on, but there is 
really only one Earth”, the sec-
retary-general appealed for 
more sustainability. He also 
referred to world peace: “It is 
especially important that dur-
ing this time of global unrest, 
we are more unified.” The stu-

More participation, fewer candidates

→ Not even one in five students took the trouble to vote.

→ Ban Ki-moon brought some 
hypercorrect statements with him.
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dents in the audience loved it. 
“And then he waved at me! 
That was amazing”, students 
exclaimed at the end.
The university has a new cam-
pus poet. And for the first time 
in EUR history, it’s an inter-
national student. Her name is 
Martina Pocchiari, she studies 
at RSM and comes from Italy. 
This Italian student is now 
composing poetry in English 
– let that be an example to all 
the tutors who still give lec-
tures in Dunglish.
So what about those glasses 
of wine then? The Education 
Inspectorate is asking four 
universities and four universi-
ties of applied sciences to come 
and explain their expenses. It 
is not yet known whether EUR 
will be one of them, but prob-
ably not. Some other universi-
ties suffered bad publicity last 
year: the purchase of an over 
expensive office chair, or too 
many long journeys with the 
company car. At EUR it’s prob-
ably small fry: during a work-
ing lunch, former president of 
the Executive Board Pauline 
van der Meer Mohr ordered 
four glasses of wine. Whether 
she drank them all herself or 
shared with one, two or three 
fellow guests was unfortunate-
ly not disclosed.

→ Former president of the 
Executive Board Pauline van der 
Meer Mohr ordered four glasses 
of wine during lunch.

The month 
in numbers

9,052
The number of pre-registra-
tions at Erasmus University 
is 16 percent higher than last 
year. Nationally, the number of 
registrations also rose, by 11 
percent. This rise is largely due 
to foreign students; this year, 
there are 28 percent more. 

The news from the past 
month can be summarised in 
three figures. A low turnout 
in the University council 
elections, one in three PhD 
students lacks training for 
their seminar teaching and 
a big rise in the number of 
preregistrations.

20%
20 percent of students 
voted in the elections for the 
university council in April. A 
poor score, but not bad when 
you consider that three fa-
culties did not hold elections 
due to a lack of candidates.

Many PhD students feel that 
they are poorly prepared for 
their teaching duties. In fact, 
a third of them have had no 
training at all before they 
start teaching. If they are 
given training, it’s only a few 
days.

1      3in

‘...the 
purchase 

of an over 
expensive 

office chair, 
or too many 

long journeys 
with the 

company car’
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Teachers at De Paradijsvogel, a primary school in The 
Hague, send children home if they come to school in 
crop tops or spaghetti straps. This has resulted in 
a lot of fuss all over the Netherlands. What’s your 
opinion? “First of all, I’d say that children’s clothes 
are the parents’ business. But of course, there are 
limits. And schools have the right to implement 
rules for this. Society has to be regulated in all re-
spects, including sexuality and eroticism.”

Critics said that this was sexualising girls aged 
about 10, despite the fact that they themselves have 
no idea of their sexuality at that age. “But this sex-
uality actually exists. Here in the Netherlands, we’d 
rather deny it and say that there’s something wrong 
with teachers who are distracted by underage pu-
pils. But it isn’t as simple as that.”

Why? “Because this conscious or subconscious ten-
sion actually exists. Sexuality can be very beautiful 
but it can also be very dangerous, as anyone who’s 
read Bataille knows. Sexual attraction makes peo-
ple feel they want to have sex with each other all 
the time, even under unsuitable circumstances. 
We’ve learnt that we have to keep these feelings 
under control to a certain extent. Using violence or 
having sex with children or in public isn’t socially 
acceptable. That kind of social taboo has an impor-
tant function, but it can’t eliminate our sexual urg-
es. There are two sides to reality: what we actually 
do – which is generally acceptable – and what our 
libido might want us to do at times. The problem 
with today’s shift towards prudishness is that we’re 
desperately trying to align this duality. The suppres-
sion of our natural urges has been moralised in line 
with the idea that moral people in a moral society 
can co-exist in complete harmony. But I don’t think 
this is possible. And it’s not a good idea to pretend 
it is either.”

We have to 
accept the dark 
side of sex

The Big Topic. If schools want to ban crop tops or make-up, that’s fine. But we 
shouldn’t imagine that we can ever eliminate undesirable sexuality from our society, 
says philosopher Ger Groot: “The problem with today’s prudish attitude is that 
people want to control human lasciviousness in its entirety.”
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Ger Groot (1954) is a senior univer-
sity lecturer in Philosophy at the 
Philosophy Faculty. He obtained his 
doctorate on the works of the phi-

losophers Nietzsche, Cioran, Ba-
taille and Derrida. His academic 
and popular work both focus on all 
aspects of the human condition, 

from a bourgeois attitude to a sen-
se of shame and from religion to 
politics. He also writes columns for 
Trouw daily newspaper.



 ↘

Nowadays, teachers are more or less accused of 
paedophile inclinations if they object to their pupils 
being scantily clad. Are you saying that children can 
be sexually interesting at a young age, to adults as 
well as to each other? “Yes, of course they can. And 
we can’t eliminate this by saying that there’s some-
thing wrong with certain teachers. There’s only 
something wrong with them if they’re unable to 
control their urges. But this doesn’t mean we don’t 
need constraint to stop that kind of situation from 
arising. You can’t keep offering someone provoca-
tion time and again and then turn around and tell 
him that he is the only guilty party if he gives way 
to his feelings. 
All this can be described as the backlash from the 
1970s, which was the era of more or less complete 
sexual freedom. Anything and everything was ac-
ceptable and even paedophilia was considered a 
form of liberation. But after a while, people real-
ised that sexuality had much more of a dark side 

than they thought. They got in a sort of panic and 
imposed restraints all over the place. Nowadays, 
it’s the perpetrator’s fault if anything goes wrong. 
Sexuality isn’t to blame any more.
The reality is that the ‘dangerous’ aspect is an irrev-
ocable part of sexuality. We love doing things that 
aren’t really allowed. And we can try and banish 
orgies, prostitution, adultery and even paedophilia 
to the fringes of society, but immorality will always 
remain part of sexuality. The French have a good 
word for this: inavouable, which means anything 
that can’t be admitted, that requires secrecy, deceit 
and hypocrisy. Hypocrisy is an extremely underesti-
mated part of sexuality.”

What does that mean? “Our bodies and our desires 
know no morality. Take adultery, for instance. It’s 
always existed and it always will. But you can’t talk 
about it. You can’t tell your wife at the tea-table that 
you’ve just had the most incredible sex with your 
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secretary. But that’s the idea behind the happy sex-
uality that started back in the 1970s: that we can 
combine our natural urges with social standards in 
a morally responsible manner. 
The problem with today’s prudish attitude is that 
people have moralised human lasciviousness in its 
entirety, and they think they’ve got it under con-
trol. But this attitude merely ignores the duality of 
human nature and the fact that rational behaviour 
and self-control alone can never dominate. Vice 
may have gone underground but it’s still the driv-
ing force. And sensible public morals acknowledge 
this fact. In other words, we can and we must im-
pose standards on people by force. But we also have 
to realise that our natural urges will always remain 
stronger in the end.”

To go back to the dress code at primary school: 
wouldn’t it be better if children simply wore school 
uniforms? “This is a fairly frequent phenomenon in 
Belgium, especially at private schools. The reason 
for this is to remove social inequality rather than 
eliminate sexuality. But school uniforms avoid the 
problem instead of eliminating it. If youngsters go 
out in the evenings, it will be just as much in evi-
dence if not more so.”

But surely each individual has the right to do what-
ever he likes with his sexuality? That seems to have 
been forgotten in today’s multicultural society. 
“Each individual has the right to do what he likes in 
private life. But society has an equal right to be pro-
tected from continual and excessive provocation. 
Society demands that limits be set. We call this ‘civ-
ilisation’. Setting these limits is always a question 
of pushing and pulling that really has nothing to do 
with our multicultural society. One remarkable fact 
is that progressive citizens and conservative mi-
grant citizens sometimes protest in the same way 
against what they regard as undesirable elements, 
even though their respective motives are complete-
ly different.” 

During the past 10 years, we’ve been hearing in-
creasingly often that society has been sexual-
ised. Do you agree with this view? “What I notice 
the most about that kind of statement is that the 
fight against ‘moral degeneration’ is often given a 
completely different name. Take prostitution, for 
instance. Today’s campaign against this is carried 
out under the name of human rights. Campaigners 
claim that it’s degrading for people - male as well as 
female - to sell their bodies for money. Their idea is 
that nobody does it voluntarily. But in actual fact, 
you can see the return of various bourgeois ideas 
on decency and indecency. It’s like those 17th-cen-
tury paintings where charitable institutions are 
pointing an accusing finger. Only nowadays it’s the 
bourgeoisie that’s trying to impose its views on the 
fringes of society.
The fight against human trafficking was officially at 
issue in the closing down of the Zandpad, Utrecht’s 
red-light district. Mind you, this fight was essential. 
But in fact, the people who were actually involved 
- the women who worked there and who didn’t ben-
efit at all from closure - weren’t asked to give their 
views. This kind of ‘liberation’ was no use to them 
whatsoever. It was imposed on them in the name of 
some abstract morality, and it completely ignored 
the social consequences that these women were of-
ten worse off than before after the place was closed.”

Has prudishness in our society gone over the top? 
“I’m not at all happy with the total moralisation of 
society. We have to learn to live with the fact that 
our ideals can never entirely become reality, that 
each type of society has a dark side and each in-
dividual person has less positive characteristics. 
We northern Europeans like to believe that we’re 
fully moralisable, but this doesn’t eliminate our 
dark side. What’s more, if we try and do this, it 
only makes matters worse. Look at that notorious 
sex scandal in Valkenburg in 2015, where a young 
girl of 16 was forced to work as a prostitute. And 
the Public Prosecutions Service took unprecedent-
edly tough action. The men in question were hunt-
ed down mercilessly - which actually resulted in a 
number of suicides - even before the start of any 
legal proceedings. Of course it was a very serious 
affair, but narrow-minded public morals only served 
to make matters worse. Morality is useful, but you 
can’t expect us to live up to it all the time.”

It sounds as if you had a good Catholic upbringing. 
“I’m an atheist with a Catholic background, which 
has enabled me to realise that a healthy ability to 
put everything into perspective is essential to the 
well-being of any society. Let’s be honest, we’ll nev-
er be saints no matter how hard we try.” ↙
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‘School uniforms avoid 
the problem instead of 
eliminating it’   ↘ Ger Groot



The industrial cities are the ones that have had to fight for 
many centuries for their right to exist. But that is the very 
reason why second cities are so incredibly resilient. This 
article takes you on a voyage of discovery in respect of 
Rotterdam’s identity, which bears an uncanny resemblance 
to those of cities such as Liverpool, Marseille and Genoa.

Exactly five years ago, Feyenoord 
was in a bad way in the compe-
tition and the hardcore suppor-
ters came into action. You would 
think they did this to make sure 

the team played better. But no. The sup-
porters said that Feyenoord had to lose its 
next match on purpose. This was against 
PSV on 24 April 2010. Although this de-
feat would mean that Feyenoord would 
throw away its chances in European 
football, anything was better than the 
alternative: letting Ajax win the champi-
onship. The supporters would rather see 
‘nothing in Amsterdam’ than celebrati-
ons on Coolsingel in Rotterdam. Foot-
ball has a unique way of exposing natio-
nal characteristics, and Rotterdammers 
frankly dislike Amsterdammers. Some 
people enjoy this. They positively wallow 
in hatred of Amsterdam. Others think it 
is childish and say it is high time Rotter-
dam grew up. They say Rotterdam suffers 
from ‘second-city syndrome’. But is this 
actually true? We decided to investigate 
the symptoms of this disorder, whether 
the number of patients has increased, and 
whether it can be cured.
Although this defeat would mean that 
Feyenoord would throw away its chances 
in European football, anything was better 
than the alternative: letting Ajax win the 
championship. 

What is the diagnosis?
The term ‘second-city syndrome’ refers 
to the fact that a city goes out of its way 
to project its image in respect of another 
city. This term was coined in 1952 by US 
journalist A.J. Liebling, who wrote a book 

comparing Chicago to global cities like 
Paris or London – and New York in parti-
cular. It is a particularly stubborn type of 
inferiority complex. And as far as Rotter-
dam goes, it simply is not as popular as 
Amsterdam. Houses here are not so much 
in demand, there are not as many cultural 
institutions and there are more problems 
here in Rotterdam. All the really impor-
tant people and institutions are in Am-
sterdam. And we hate that.

Hang on, though. Surely 
we’re more than just an anti-
Amsterdam feeling? 
Of course we are. This syndrome is only 
part of the story and the concept of se-
cond cities has meanwhile become rooted 
in our approach to urban development. It 
is like this: in the 1980s, when urban stu-
dies really took off, everyone was talking 
about global cities or in other words, the 
metropolis as a self-contained commu-
nity. Cities like Paris, London and Tokyo 
that have everything and have had eve-
rything for centuries. But the concept of 
the global city – which became famous 
thanks to scholars like John Friedmann 
and Saskia Sassen – was not a good en-
ough description for certain other types 
of city like Liverpool, Marseille, Genoa 
and Rotterdam: they are big, they are im-
portant on the world scene, but there is 
still something missing. The biggest dif-
ference between global cities and second 
cities is that second cities do not have any 
FIRE services (this is short for Finance, 
Insurance and Real Estate). So there is no 
financial sector there – or services econo-
my either. ↘

The second city
A second city is an industrial and port city 
with all the associated characteristics: a lot of 
immigration, workers, working class districts. 
No publishers, but football clubs. Entrepre-
neurs have a lot of say where urban policy and 
development are concerned. Culture and ser-
vices play a minor role, in contrast with the 
global city, which has for centuries attracted 
law firms, banks, intellectuals and writers. 
Examples of second cities: Manchester, Phi-
ladelphia, Genoa, Bremen, Naples, Marseille. 
According to many sociologists, Rotterdam 
can easily be added to this list.

Rotterdam’s second city symbols
 
De Kuip 
In a second city, the national sport is more 
associated with identity than in global cities 
like Amsterdam, Paris and London.
Het Witte Huis 
The ‘first skyscraper’ in Europe (built in 1898) 
as an example of Rotterdam’s passion for 
construction and renovation. A second city 
constantly wants to prove itself.
De Lijnbaan
A pedestrian precinct in the middle of a city 
that was otherwise designed entirely for 
the car: When it opened in 1953, Rotterdam 
experienced international fame.
The Euromast 
A second city latches onto events to make up 
for its lack of cultural status. The Euromast 
was built in honour of the Floriade in 1960.
The port 
Second cities largely owe their existence to 
their industry, or in the case of port cities: to 
transportation and the transhipment of goods. 
This leads to considerable vulnerability if 
industry gets into the doldrums.

↑ De Kuip (Feyenoord stadium). Source: Rotterdam 
Partners
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Rotterdam: first 
class second city
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Okay, so Rotterdam is a second 
city because we have not got a 
business district like 
Amsterdam’s Zuidas?
That is part of the story. But if we com-
pare cities of this type, we see that they 
have more in common. Second cities are 
industrial cities with all the relevant fea-
tures: immigration, a large number of ma-
nual workers, dependence on one or two 
sectors and a prominent role for business 
people. Rotterdam poet Rien Vroeginde-
weij once described Rotterdam as ‘half a 
city’ in the Roets in Rotterdam documen-
tary series. Admittedly Rotterdam has got 
a great deal, but there is a lot more it has 
not got, like drama academies, publishing 
firms, classical music societies or media.
Almost everything is located in Amster-
dam. But, people say, it is in the second 
cities where the real work is done. Tra-
ders in Rotterdam literally used 
to have dinner with the Mayor 
until the PvdA (Labour Party) put 
a stop to this in the 1970s. It is 
what is described as an agency 
in the literature. The captains of 
industry were the ones to esta-
blish the Netherlands School of 
Commerce (Nederlandsche Han-
dels-Hoogeschool) – forerunner 
to Erasmus University – in 1913. 
And the Kop van Zuid neighbour-
hood owes its existence to Rotter-
dam businessman and founder of 
the Rotterdamsche Handelsver-
eeniging trade association Lode-
wijk Pincoffs (1827-1911), who 
decided all by himself to convert 
the other side of the river into a 
harbour. The mark left by this 
type of person on urban develop-
ment is much bigger in second 
cities than elsewhere, according 
to Rotterdam urban historian 
Hilde Sennema, who is carrying 
out doctoral research into the 
reconstruction of Liverpool and 
Rotterdam at Erasmus School of 
History, Culture and Communica-
tion (see box). And Rotterdam has 
done very well out of this. Witte-
veen had already put forward his 
plans for a new city centre while the city 
was still being bombed, on the instructi-
ons of that same business network that 
pushed the modern basic plans through. 
Liverpool, on the other hand – which suf-
fered just as much damage during the 

war as Rotterdam – did not manage to 
get a new shopping centre built until the 
1960s, and even that was a lot of trouble.
And Rotterdam has done very well out 
of this. Witteveen had already put for-
ward his plans for a new city centre while 
the city was still being bombed, on the 
instructions of that same business net-
work that pushed the modern basic plans 
through. Liverpool, on the other hand – 
which suffered just as much damage du-
ring the war as Rotterdam – did not ma-
nage to get a new shopping centre built 
until the 1960s, and even that was a lot 
of trouble.

Rolling up our sleeves and
getting down to it. Is that due 
to the bombing?
That is a misconception. And what is 
more, the idea of ‘let us stop gassing and 

get down to it’ is typical of the second-city 
mentality and already existed long befo-
re 14 May 1940. The eleven-storey Witte 
Huis (‘White House’) was built back in 
1898. Nowadays it pales into insignifi-
cance beside the towering buildings con-

structed on Wijnhaveneiland, but it used 
to be known as ‘Europe’s first skyscraper’. 
Another good example of Rotterdam’s 
unrestrained ambition is a photograph 
of Chicago city centre published in Groot 
Rotterdam magazine in the summer of 
1928 with the resolute words ‘What Rot-
terdam will look like in a few years’ time’ 
printed underneath.
Second cities continually have to fight to 
maintain their position. The fact that a se-
cond city can achieve greatness by proces-
sing oil – to give just one example – does 
not mean that this can still be successful 
half a century later. Dependence on a cer-
tain sector makes a city vulnerable – look 
at Detroit – and means that it has to keep 
on reinventing itself the whole time. Rot-
terdam used to have the biggest harbour 
in the world, but we have been overtaken 
on all sides ever since this leading posi-

tion was taken over by Shanghai 
in 2004. Nowadays we are only so-
mewhere at the bottom of the top 
10. And in view of our dependence 
on the petrochemicals industry – 
we may be good at containers, but 
there is hardly any money to be 
made in that respect – the future 
does not seem to be very hopeful.

Can a second city ever 
become a global city? 
Yes, it can. And Rotterdam’s exul-
tant mood since the New York 
Times, the Guardian and Lonely 
Planet all put the city on the must-
see list is creating the impression 
that we are really going places. But 
Hilde Sennema’s research shows 
that it is equally likely that many 
second cities will deteriorate fu-
rther. If we take a good look at 
Rotterdam, we see that the city is 
suffering from an identity crisis on 
several fronts.
People at the Port of Rotterdam 
are desperately brainstorming to 
find ways in which circular bio-ba-
sed economies and the manufac-
turing industry can take over the 
role of the refineries. And people in 
the city itself, where the port has 

ceased to exist for decades, are launching 
one start-up hub after another – usually 
to no purpose. The Lloyd Pier was sup-
posed to become the Netherlands’ big-
gest media island ten years ago, but MTV 
chose the NDSM dockyard in Amsterdam 

↑ ‘Het Witte Huis’ (The White House). 
Photography: Marc Heeman  
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instead. The same thing happened when 
the NRC Handelsblad newspaper moved 
into a building on Rokin in Amsterdam in 
2012 instead of opting for a new location 
in Rotterdam. Culture cannot be driven. 
Second-city councils may try and force it, 
but it is no wonder that this type of city 
boasts a great many cultural festivals. 
Rotterdam has an eventful history in that 
respect, with the 1960 Floriade (the Euro-
mast was built to mark this occasion), C70 
(marked by the funicular right through 
the city) and European Capital of Culture 
in 2001. This year the city is celebrating 75 
years of reconstruction with the cultural 

event Rotterdam viert de stad! (Rotterdam 
celebrates the city). And a group of busi-
ness people – yes, there they are again! – 
are trying to get the 2025 World Expo to 
be held in Rotterdam. But all this could 
collapse at any moment unless it becomes 
a solid cultural infrastructure.

Oh dear! Is there still any hope 
for the city? 
Of course there is, says Jerome Hodos, au-
thor of the book Second Cities: Globaliza-
tion and Local Politics in Manchester and 
Philadelphia. Only we have to stop pre-
tending to be a global city. Mr Hodos says 
we should accept this ‘second’ identity 
with open arms and emphasise our strong 
points as a second city. After a tough re-
construction period, Liverpool decided to 
redevelop its docks about 20 years ago, 
while Hamburg – another seaport – focu-
sed on providing maritime services. Ac-
cording to Hilde Sennema, these are cle-
ver moves and Rotterdam could learn a lot 
from them. After all, the port might still 
be important in an economic sense but it 
is no longer a real part of the physical, so-
cial and cultural system. This means that 
the port has to be reincorporated into the 
city: Katendrecht and Wijnhaveneiland 
are good examples. So Rotterdam is defi-
nitely going along the right track, but we 
still have a very long way to go. And this is 
just as it should be for a second city too. ↙

Gentrification
In the footsteps of Amsterdam, where the de-
mographics of the inner city changed beyond 
recognition in recent decades (i.e.: everyone is 
white, rich and highly educated), Rotterdam is 
also increasingly concerned about gentrificati-
on. Is that correct? Hilde Sennema, who has 
obtained her doctorate at the EUR for research 
into the development of second cities: “It is 
claimed that Rotterdam would lose its raw 
character; there is talk of coffee bars that are 
suddenly popping up everywhere. I don’t see it 
like that. In fact: I would like to see more of 
this kind of activity, in the neighbourhoods 
around the centre.” And the plans of the city 
council to dispose of 20 thousand council hou-
ses and to transform the centre into a city 
lounge? “That assumes that a city is able to im-
plement this type of plan right down to the last 
detail. That almost never happens. I am not at 
all afraid that Rotterdam will become too neat. 
And the fact that Italian and Spanish tourists 
are now walking around in my street – in the 
north of the city would you believe – isn’t that 
just fantastic?”

↓ Parkhaven and Euromast  in 1968. 
Photography: Lex de Herder  

↓ Transhipment in the Maashaven in the early 
twentieth century. Source: Collectie Gemeente-
archief Rotterdam

↓ The founders of the Nederlandsche 
Handels-Hoogeschool, the harbour barons J.A. Ruys, 
C.A.P. van Stolk and W.C. Mees (from left to right). 
Source: Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam
 



radicalisation among Turkish youngsters. 
He also made a start on an ethnographi-
cal study on human smuggling in Istan-
bul in order to get a better picture of the 
problems from the point of view of the 
smugglers as well as the people being 
smuggled.
On Thursday 26 May, Mr Staring will be 
giving the annual Rotterdam Lecture 
on the arrival and care of refugees from 
Syria and elsewhere. This is one of the 
most complex issues in today’s society: 
“It’s about irregular migration, human 
smuggling, how to treat refugees, how 
to deal with the right to asylum, how to 
deal with Islam. It’s also about the peo-
ple who hitch a ride with these migration 
flows.” And as if that wasn’t enough, the 
complexity of the situation means that 
policymakers are faced with an infernal 
dilemma: “The huge influx of refugees is 
happening at the same time as irregular 
migration and human smuggling, which 
has always been tackled in a very repres-
sive manner,” he explains. “But you can’t 
be repressive towards refugees and asy-
lum seekers.”

Sitting in the park with suitcases
Mr Staring regularly spoke with Syrian 
refugees in Istanbul - in Turkish or in 
English, since he doesn’t speak Arabic. 
He says it was fairly easy to make contact 
with these people. All he had to do was go 
to certain districts and pop in at the first 

tea shop he came across, or just sit on a 
park bench and watch all the migrants 
walk by. Districts like Aksaray, on the Eu-
ropean side of the Bosphorus, have been 
specially fixed up to cater to migrants’ 
needs: “Everyone speaks Arabic there, 
the tea shops are full of Syrians and you 
can see whole families sitting with their 
suitcases in the park,” he adds. “The clas-
sic ‘sweatshops’, which are right at the 
bottom of the informal economy, have 
partly been taken over by these migrants. 
And the refugees can buy everything they 
need there, from telephones and tooth-
brushes to suitcases and life jackets.”
What Mr Staring particularly noticed was 
that all kinds of things are going on there 
which you would never think of from a 
Dutch point of view. “For example, I never 
realised that there’s one group of refugees 
that travels back and forth between Tur-
key and Syria the whole time,” he says. 
“These people earn money in Istanbul, get 
themselves smuggled back to Syria to vis-
it their families and give them the money, 
and then travel back on the same route a 
few weeks later.” 
There are an estimated 2.7 million Syrian 
refugees in Turkey and a further 1.5 mil-
lion in Lebanon. Mr Staring says that not 
all these people want to migrate to the 
European Union. He talked to people who 
are trying to build up a new life in Istan-
bul because there are opportunities for 
them there, or they’re afraid of anti-Is-

Criminologist Richard Staring spent 6 months in Turkey in 
order to carry out research into human smuggling. “A lot of 
Syrians probably have a quiet laugh at our European idea of 
refugees being pathetic and vulnerable,” he says.”

‘Migration 
tensions never 
came so close’ 

text TIM FICHEROUX  
photography RONALD VAN DEN HEERIK
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↘

Richard Staring lived in a ru-
ral village in Central Anato-
lia (Turkey) for six months 
in 1986. He was there to do 
research on the reintegra-

tion problems experienced by returning 
guest workers for his final thesis in An-
thropology. He stayed for a while with 
a young man of Turkish origin who had 
returned from The Hague to this little 
Turkish village; he felt that this would 
help him fulfil his romantic ideas on an-
thropological field work. “I was living in 
a village with 150 inhabitants and a clas-
sic, highly patriarchal culture of honour. 
It turned out that there was quite a story 
behind this lad’s repatriation. He was 
heavily addicted to heroin and his father 
sent him back to the village where his 
parents were born in order to kick the 
habit. In a way, it was fantastic that this 
totally different setting felt so far away 
but at the same time, so close to home 
because of the Hague dialect I kept hear-
ing every day,” he says.
Mr Staring has never lost his fascination 
with Turkey and his love of anthropolog-
ical research into migration flows. Both 
these factors play a major role in his ca-
reer and he is currently endowed profes-
sor of Mobility, Supervision and Crime at 
Erasmus School of Law. He spent anoth-
er 6 months in Turkey during the current 
academic year, only in Istanbul this time 
to finish off his research on the risks of 
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lam feelings in the EU, or they think the 
culture shock in the EU would be too big 
for them. “So that rather puts paid to the 
idea that millions of Syrians are knocking 
at our doors,” he adds.

More than just refugees!
Mr Staring adds that another typically 
western European idea - that refugees 
are vulnerable victims - soon vanished 
during his stay in a migration ‘hot spot’ 
like Istanbul. “I could see that all the op-
portunities they have there play a major 
role in their self-image,” he says. “If you 
tell a Syrian he’s safe there and he won’t 
be shot at or bombed, the standard reply 
is that safety is no good to him if there 
aren’t any prospects.” He added that they 
want much more than just a safe place to 
stay: they want to work and build up a 
new life there.
This means that most Syrians don’t like 
to be called ‘refugees’: “Not everyone ap-
preciated the fact that I used that word,” 
he says. “They said: ‘We may have escaped 
from war and misery, but we’re auton-

omous people who are trying to get our 
lives back to normal.’ They feel you’re tak-
ing away their autonomy by referring to 
them as Syrian refugees. Of course they’re 
victims of the conflict in their country, 
but they would far rather define their sit-
uation in terms of new opportunities, am-
bitions and future prospects. I have a feel-
ing that a lot of Syrians have a quiet laugh 
at our western European idea of refugees 
being pathetic and vulnerable.”

Legal routes
Mr Staring says that Istanbul was a cen-
tre for human smuggling as far back as 
the 1970s, and that this state of affairs 
isn’t likely to change. Not even now that 
the deal between Turkey and the Europe-
an Union seems to be working out. The 
agreement is that migrants who reach 
the Greek islands through the smuggling 
routes are sent back to Turkey, and one of 
the Syrians in a Turkish refugee camp can 
fly to safety in Europe for each Syrian sent 
back to Turkey. Mr Staring is cautiously 
optimistic about this: “These agreements 

mean that some of the Syrians have a 
legal route for arriving in Europe, and 
that’s a good thing,” he says. “This takes 
the wind out of the smugglers’ sails and 
means that fewer people make that dan-
gerous crossing.
“But if there’s one lesson to be learnt in 
criminology, it’s that this approach re-
sults in new escape routes and harsher 
conditions for human smuggling. That’s 
the other side of the coin,” he adds. He is 
unable to forecast how these routes will 
shift – to the north via Russia, Bulgaria 
or the Balkans or to the south from Lib-
ya to Lampedusa. “But migrants will still 
keep coming, so the routes will obviously 
change,” he says. 
At the same time, Mr Staring is convinced 
that the criminal aspects of smuggling in 
particular will remain in existence. “The 
smugglers left over will be the hard core 
of criminal networks, the ones who are 
willing to take more risks. And this will 
eventually result in more expense and 
more dangerous situations for the refu-
gees.”
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Differentiated approach
Because of this, Mr Staring envisages a 
more differentiated approach to the refu-
gee question. “A broad-based and typically 
Dutch approach in which we try all sorts 
of things at the same time,” he elaborates. 
His ideas include long-term investments 
in the region, providing refugees with 
better information and in particular, de-
voting more attention to creating legal 
routes to Europe for migrants. 
Although the agreements with Turkey 
have given hope to some of the Syrians, 
they also mean that other refugees are 
not given equal treatment: “Afghans, Er-
itreans and Iraqis who make it to Greece 
are sent back to Turkey as well, but they 
don’t have the chance to apply for asylum 
in the Turkish refugee camps and fly to 
Europe,” Mr Staring explains. “They have 
to register with the UNHCR and start up a 
long and difficult procedure that general-
ly falls through in the end.” Mr Staring is 
annoyed that although EU member states 
grant refugees the right to apply for asy-
lum, they give them hardly any legal op-
portunities for actually getting to the EU.

Human smuggling circuit is a 
big grey area
Mr Staring feels that tackling human 
smuggling in a more targeted and repres-
sive way would be a great help in finding 
a solution. “It is the duty of governments 
to intervene in cases involving violence, 
where safety and fundamental human 
rights are jeopardised and refugees are 
held hostage when being smuggled. And 
maybe we should be more flexible in oth-
er cases where refugees are definitely au-
tonomous, or they’re able to say ‘this is 
getting too dangerous for me, I’m out’.” 
He describes a big grey area in the circuit 
of people who might be guilty of human 
smuggling according to the letter of the 
law. One example is the arresting of Eu-
ropean relief workers on the island of Les-
bos, “but anyone selling a life jacket is a 
doubtful case if he suspects that the per-
son buying it wants to cross illegally. Or 
even the people being smuggled because 
they encourage human smuggling. These 
are cases under serious consideration in 
the world of criminal investigation.” 

Fixer or smuggler?
During his stay in Istanbul, Mr Staring 
spoke with a young man who acted as a 
kind of confidential advisor to a group of 

Syrians in the city. “He gave me a pretty 
detailed description of his activities, how 
he operated and why he was doing it. This 
went so far that I told him: ‘Some people 
would describe all this as human smug-
gling’. And that’s exactly what it was too.” 
This young man apparently kept in con-
tact with smugglers and Syrians wanting 
to cross over to Europe, collected phone 
numbers for a Whatsapp group, kept in 
touch with them during the trip and gave 
the Greek authorities information on ar-
rivals. “As far as I can gather, all this was 
done with the best of intentions,” Mr Star-
ing adds.  “I wish I could have spent more 
time in Istanbul,” he mused in the middle 
of his story about the Syrian advisor he 
met. “It really is research that matters, 
isn’t it?” After all, the story he wants to 
tell is what policy does to people from 
the viewpoint of the “vulnerable” ones for 
whom the policy was thought up. No mat-
ter how personal or disagreeable some of 
these stories are.

Panic on board
Mr Staring remembers three men he in-
terviewed on the evening they were due 
to be smuggled to Greece. “It feels real-
ly weird talking to people who are just 
about to put on their life jackets, who are 
sitting there with their suitcases on their 
knees and telling you they’ll be leaving in 
an hour’s time. All they knew was where 
and when they would be picked up for the 
crossing to one of the Greek islands.” And 
the very next morning, news came that a 
large number of migrants had drowned 
on that particular crossing.
“I tried to find out if my three were among 
those who drowned,” Mr Staring contin-
ues. “Luckily, I heard about 10 days later 
that they hadn’t gone on that particular 
trip after all. They left a few days after-
wards, reached Greece in safety and were 
on their way to Germany.” The three men 
Mr Staring had spoken with the evening 
before could just as easily have been 
drowned on that crossing. “It’s a huge 
shock, even if you don’t know the people 
well,” he confesses. “It’s a horrible feeling. 
You can imagine the panic on board and 
the danger for the people. That was the 
first time I really felt the dynamism and 
tension involved in migration.”  ↙

‘The pressure of 
migration is not 
decreasing, so it 
is irrevocable 
that routes will 
shift’ 
 ↘ Richard Staring

Richard Staring has been endowed professor 
of Mobility, Supervision and Crime at Erasmus 
School of Law’s Criminology Section since 
2010. He studied Anthropology in Nijmegen in 
the 1980s and obtained his doctorate at 
Erasmus University in 2001 with a thesis on 
illegal migration of Turks in the Netherlands. 
Mr Staring specialises in illegal immigrants 
(including minors) in the Netherlands, 
transnational irregular migration and human 
smuggling.
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T here are a whole lot of stu-
dents going about with gre-
at new ideas for products 
or services, especially at a 
business-oriented universi-

ty like Erasmus University Rotterdam. 
And just like for Mark Zuckerberg (Face-
book) or Larry Page (Google), this obvi-
ously starts in a garage or up in an attic. 
Messing about, doing a bit of building, 
making prototypes, having a glass of 
beer and daydreaming. Nothing wrong 
with that.
But what if your idea turns out to be 
really good? Where can you go in Rot-
terdam to cultivate and develop your 
brand-new company? To find out, we 
spoke with all kinds of key people in the 
wonderful world of meet-ups, bootstrap-
ping, co-working spaces, incubators and 
angel investors.

Phase 0: pre-start-ups
Of course it all starts on campus because 
ECE Students is at Woudestein. This is the 
right place for you to go if you want to get 
ideas, discuss them and flesh them out 
into something definite. ECE Students is 
for the very beginning where burgeoning 
talent can be spotted. You can compare it 
to a room in the attic, only at ECE Students 
you’ve got friendly, helpful people around 
you who have a big network as well and 
who can link you up with the right people. 

→ expertise: none, all ideas are welcome
→ services: coaching, networking and  
working space
→ entry requirements: you’re a university  
student with a good idea
→ location: Tinbergen Building H12-28,  
Burgemeester Oudlaan 50
→ website: http://ecestudents.com/

Imagine you’ve just had this really fantastic idea for a 
company and your room in the attic is too small to get 
started. So whereabouts in Rotterdam can you go? 
Erasmus Magazine maps out the start-up environment 
for you in three easy phases. 

Rotterdam 
Start-up City

text INGE JANSE 
illustrations BAS VAN DER SCHOT
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Phase 1: Start-ups
Good. Phase 0 is now behind you and you 
have an idea you want to work on. Appa-
rently, your idea is good enough to put 
into practice. You have decided to take the 
plunge and find out if you really can make 
a success of it. Super exciting, of course, 
but also super difficult. Where to begin? 
How do you find capital? Who’s your com-
petition? And how do you transform your 
ideas on paper into reality?
Good news: With the Erasmus Centre for 
Entrepreneurship (ECE for insiders), Rot-
terdam has something unique. Located 
in one of the Marconi Towers, near the 
Marconiplein metro station, this centre 
offers four floors of activities for starters, 
including coaching, events, training pro-
grammes and networking events. It is an 
environment in which start-ups can work 
on their ideas in a controlled manner and 
under ongoing supervision. 
Examples of programmes available to 
start-ups at the ECE are the Get Started 
Programme (‘an intense, continuous pro-
gramme of ten weeks that supports am-
bitious new start-ups’) and Essentials of 
Entrepreneurship (‘a one-day practical 
masterclass on entrepreneurship for a 
broad group of employees’).
Though every collective of freelancers, 
start-ups and other companies housed 
in a single building claims to be unique, 
campus manager Gianluca Bellan says 
that the ECE really is different. In fact, 
Bellan claims that the advent of the ECE 
has transformed the landscape for start-
ups. “We are unique in Europe. Yes, you 
have Rocket Internet in Berlin, but that’s 
a venture generator. They create compa-
nies based on existing business models 
from the US. Whereas we teach people 
how to really do business on the basis of 
their own ideas.”
Furthermore, the ECE is not an incubator, 
i.e. an environment where existing com-
panies help start-ups to grow through 
money and services in exchange for sha-
res and decision-making powers. “That’s 
not us. Companies here can simply do 
business with each other.”
The ECE does not focus on any specific 
market. “Though Rotterdam certainly has 
a reputation as being a true business cen-
tre, we have all kinds of entrepreneurs 
here at ECE, ranging from health and 
economics to food and internet.” Bellan 
confirms that this is possible because 

all companies are still young and do not 
yet require large machines or specific en-
vironments. “It’s only later on that com-
panies move to other locations that better 
suit that particular phase and their corpo-
rate characters.”
ECE does select who can join, however. “If 
you don’t believe that your idea is destin-
ed to be the new Facebook, it’s going to be 
tricky. While we don’t expect start-up to 
know exactly how everything will work in 
advance, we want them to be clear about 
their idea. We don’t want people coming 
here to hang out because they have some 
time on their hands. No, your idea needs 
to be the next big thing. In any event, 
your concept must be new and scalable.”
The ECE has earned the right to be picky; 
after all, it has been responsible for sever-
al major hits. Take Nestpick, for example, 
which is a kind of AirBnB for renting out 
homes. “It started here in 2014 with one 
guy from Erasmus. It has since grown 
into a business of 70 employees and has 
been acquired by Rocket Internet. Last 
year, the company was valued at 6 million 
euros.”
There’s also Synbid, which started three 
years ago as a crowdfunding platform for 
start-ups and now has upwards of 30 em-
ployees and branches throughout Europe. 
And then there’s Housing Anywhere, the 
platform where international students 
can exchange rooms. “That service is 
now available in 18 countries, is run by a 
team of 27 people and has just had a mil-
lion-euro capital injection from investors. 
They all started here.” ↘

Ifs and buts
Considering all the initiatives and success sto-
ries, you would almost think that start-ups ha-
ve a golden future. But, just as in the grown-up 
world, all that glitters is not gold. At the end of 
2015, research by Erasmus University, carried 
out under the supervision of Professor Justin 
Jansen, really highlighted the fact that the real 
contribution to the economy comes from 
fast-growing companies and not start-ups. 
Jansen calculated that close to three 
thousand fast-growing companies (a minimum 
of 10 employees and 20 percent revenue 
growth per year) accounted for 70 thousand 
new jobs in the past three years. All those Ap-
ple fanatics can’t match that, however many 
Iced Caramel Macchiatos they down.
And even if you are a successful start-up, you 
can still experience problems in Rotterdam. 
23-year-old Fabian Dudek, founder and direc-
tor of the Nestpick start-up, was actually for-
ced to go to Berlin. “In Rotterdam, there are 
too few investors in new businesses, not en-
ough well-trained staff and the university does 
too little to boost the business climate,” he 
said in mid-January 2016 to AD.



→ expertise: none; all ideas are welcome
→ services: coaching (including from 
Unilever and Procter & Gamble), events, 
programmes, network and work space
→ admission requirements: everyone 
with ambition and a seriously good idea is 
welcome, so also people with senior sec-
ondary or higher professional education 
or people who aren’t students at all, just 
as long as they are on the path from ‘good 
idea’ to ‘first turnover’
→ venue: Rotterdam Science Tower,
 Marconistraat 16
→ website: http://ece.nl/

Obviously, the ECE is not the sole hotspot 
in Rotterdam for starters. In fact, the num-
ber of hotspots for starters is becoming in-
numerable. One popular spot is the Startup 
Foundation, which recently moved to the 
Bierstraat (near the Wijnhaven). There’s 
no formal supervision offered here, but an 
extensive and diverse network of new and 
experienced entrepreneurs who have their 
offices here. There are also meet-ups and 
other activities for scoring business cards 
and discussing problems.
Located in the Groothandelsgebouw is 
Kleinhandel, a work place with around 20 
starters of all sorts banging away on their 
MacBooks. This is ideal for bootstrapping, 
i.e. moving your business forward those 
first steps under your own steam, in antici-
pation of the day when income and growth 
become a reality.
Starters can also opt for Het Industriege-
bouw, a historical building on Goudsesing-
el with a staggering 20,000 square metres 
of floor space. As everyone is welcome to 
rent office space there, you will also find 
quite a number of start-ups. There are also 
possibilities in Zuid, such as the Creative 
Factory in the Maassilo, which especially 
houses start-ups engaged in creative sec-
tors, such as architecture, audio and vid-
eo, communications and on-line services. 
Also in Zuid: Tribes, a chain of lettable of-
fice space for entrepreneurs that is located 
in the Wilhelmina Tower.
Any more? Well, one more then, but one 
with an edge. In Middellandstraat in 
West there’s a one-hundred-year-old tex-
tile factory which is home to Impact Hub, 
an idealistically organised network of 
self-employed professionals and fledgling 

entrepreneurs. Impact Hub Rotterdam is 
part of a worldwide network of 82 hubs 
which describes itself as a ‘movement for 
sustainable and social innovation’. “We are 
creating a world that works for everyone. 
Together we form an eco-system”, accord-
ing to Amelie Veenstra, director of the Rot-
terdam franchise. “Starters can test their 
prototypes here in the community, for ex-
ample. This is a place where you can ask 
for the opinion of fellow businesspeople 
as well as that of launching customers.” 
While she thoroughly enjoys running the 
Impact Hub, Veenstra does wonder aloud 
why the municipality of Rotterdam only 

subsidises the Cambridge Innovation 
Center. “2.7 million euros is a lot of money 
to build an eco-system for entrepreneurs. 
My advice to the city is to look around at 
what already exists.”

Phase 2 Further growth in a 
specialization
Have you reached that point at which your 
idea is live and it all seems to be working? 
If so, it’s time to leave your attic room or 
the Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship 
(ECE). Rotterdam provides many options 
for this phase as well. Tech entrepreneurs 
can now head to SuGu (short for start-ups 
and grown-ups), for example. Since 2014, 
SuGu has been offering space to innova-
tive manufacturing businesses in Rotter-
dam’s Vierhavengebied district; in other 
words, just a stone’s throw away from the 
city’s iconic Marconi Towers. While it may 
all sound somewhat vague, the reality is 
quite okay. Examples in this context in-
clude businesses that make products by 
means of 3D printing, recycling, bio-based 
materials, robots and other modern meth-
ods.

→ expertise: future-oriented manufactur-
ing companies
→ provision of services: space, marketing 
& sales support, business development
→ entry requirements: focus on the man-
ufacturing industry, 2 to 25 employees, 
ambition for growth, future-oriented
→ location: Galilei Makers Park, 
Galileistraat 15
→ website: http://www.suguclub.com/ 

‘We are creating a 
world that works 
for everyone. 
Together we form 
an eco-system’
↘ Amelie Veenstra
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Another specialist location is BlueC-
ity010, covering 12 thousand square 
metres in the former Tropicana next to 
the Meuse. Here, you will mainly find 
starters who are engaged in the bio-based 
and the circular economy, such as Rot-
terZwam (grows mushrooms on waste 
coffee grounds), Kees & Co (makes fair 
trade products from waste), Caroline Zee-
vat (grows edible flowers) and Spireaux 
(produces edible proteins from algae). The 
common thread: waste doesn’t exist, be-
cause what one person throws away, the 
other can use as a raw material. On top 
of that, BlueCity010 regularly organises 
events, such as the FuckUpNight. This 
TedX-like concept does not really involve 
entrepreneurs’ success stories, but rather 
their big setbacks and mistakes.

→ expertise: business models that close 
cycles
→ services: space, the mutual exchange 
of ground and residual currents, PR, 
network, contact with investors
→ admission requirements: circular or 
bio-based focus, proven business model, 
in or almost in the growth phase
→ location: Tropicana, 
Maasboulevard 100
→ website: http://www.bluecity010.nl/

Start-ups that focus on education also 
have their own place in Rotterdam, al-
though arrangements are rather informal. 
Eduvilla, a gathering place for a handful 
of start-ups like Dwillo (links experienced 
professionals to starters for coaching), 
HousingAnywhere (helps students to 
find a room abroad) and ProjectCampus 
(means of communication to learn with 
and in groups), is located in an old villa 
at Schiekade. Since there is no website, 
it would be best to simply drop in at 
Schiekade 105.

Phase 3: big, bigger, biggest!
Should you have a really wicked idea, 
then Rotterdam’s latest location is the 
place to be: the Cambridge Innovation 
Center (CIC). If your company has an esti-
mated value (a combination of ownership, 
profit, turnover and expected growth) of 
10 million euros or more, then you can 
go to the Groothandelsgebouw, next to 

Central Station. If this is where you want 
to go, then you are already well on the 
way in the entrepreneurial process. Com-
panies that go to the CIC mainly do this 
because they want to spread their wings 
in the direction of the United States, 
where the other two branches of this or-
ganisation are located. Through contact 
with other companies who are located 
there, they also hope to get ahead by, for 
example, penetrating new markets or 
finding new investments. Furthermore, 
a ‘Venture Café’ is held every week in the 
CIC, a meet-up with speakers. The CIC 
organises this together with the ECE and 
the Municipality of Rotterdam.

→ expertise: internationally oriented 
companies
→ provision of services: space, network 
entry requirements: value of company 
amounting to 10 million euros or more
→ location: Groothandelsgebouw, 
Stationsplein 45
→ website: http://www.suguclub.com/ ↙

So many people, so many preferences
No, of course we haven’t mentioned all the par-
ties in this article. That is almost impossible. Ho-
wever, in order to give as complete a picture as 
possible, we are listing below a few other striking 
initiatives for start-ups. Do you think one is mis-
sing? Please let us know and we will put it on our 
website!
→ The Rotterdam Collective (Ro-Co) 
(Stadhuisplein, Centrum)
→ Het Gebouw & Het Gele Gebouw 
(Zomerhofkwartier, Noord)
→ Het Schieblock (Schiekade, Centrum)
→ Good Place 2 Work (Elektroweg, Noord)
→ RDM Makerspace (Scheepsbouwweg, Zuid)
→ Spaces Rotterdam (Hofplein, Centrum)
→ De Fabriek van Delfshaven 
(Mathenesserdijk, West)

IN DEPTH21  



THE PRESIDENT22

How did you become president? “I was already 
a member of an Antibarbari sub-committee, 
whose president was dismissed at one point. I 
was then pushed forward to take on the role. 
The board thought that I had done such a good 
job that they asked me to be president of An-
tibarbari.”
Did you think twice before accepting the po-
sition? “Just for a moment because I was sup-
posed to start a transition year, which is quite 
tough. I tried to combine the two, but that 
proved too much.”
And? “So I quit the study, despite the fact that 
I really liked it. You have to make a choice. I al-
ready have an MBO and HBO diploma. Certifi-
cates are nice, but I only really started to learn 
a lot from doing board work. In the end, it’s all 
about what you do.”
No regrets? “Not for a second.”
And your parents were also on board with 
your decision? “Yes. I’ve come a long way and 
I’ve already completed a few things. They al-
ready knew that it might not work out this year. 
I talked to my dad about it. I wanted to quit my 
studies because I wasn’t happy, and he was 
just proud that I dared to make that decision.”
So being the president of Antibarbari takes 
up a lot of time? “Something like 35 hours per 
week. In any case, I am always at the club on 
Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays. The board 
meets once a week and I have a lot of external 
appointments.”
Do you also play football yourself? ”Yes, in the 
ladies’ 5th team. This is my fourth season at 
Antibarbari.”
Did you know what you were letting yourself 
in for? “Not at all! And, fortunately, there is 

a long training period and we have a system 
whereby you can seek advice from former 
board members. I use that a lot. You can’t 
come up with everything from scratch your-
self, and we’ve only been working together as 
a board for just one year.”
What kind of president are you? “I’m very di-
rect; I like to get to the point and don’t beat 
around the bush. It took a while for some of 
the other board members to get used to that. 
For me, it’s all about communication; right 
from the start, I planned in sessions in which 
the members could give each other points for 
improvement. They also have the possibility to 
give each other compliments. These sessions 
help to prevent irritations and create a posi-
tive vibe. In any case, they have really helped 
me to develop.”
Did the others appreciate those communica-
tion sessions? “Haha, not straight away they 
didn’t, but after a few sessions they started to 
like it.”
After just a year of being president, are there 
still things you can improve on? “Well, as 
president you’re constantly pushing people to 
make sure things get done. Sometimes I forget 
to push myself.”
You’re the third female in a row to be presi-
dent of Antibarbari. Is that a coincidence? 
”For one reason or another, for some jobs it’s 
easier to find women to take on the role than 
men. I have no idea why that is.”
What do you want to do after this? “Thanks 
to this year of being president, I want to go in 
a totally different direction. I would really like 
to work in consultancy or something to do with 
HR.”

Esther Vermaat,
Student Football 
Club Antibarbari

Motto: 
‘Upfront with a 
heart of gold’

text GERT VAN DER ENDE  
photography AYSHA GASANOVA

Naam: Esther Vermaat 
Age: 24
Study: recently stopped studying a 
pre-master in Sociology
President of: Rotterdam Student Football 
Club Antibarbari. This year, the club is cele-
brating its 25th anniversary. It has more than 
500 members (also international students) 
divided over 16 men’s teams and 6 women’s 
teams.
President since: August 2015



How long is the longest text you’ve 
read in the past few months? That 
dreadfully tedious chapter from an 
econometrics textbook? Or an unbea-
rably dense biochemistry paper? Or 
an impenetrable philosophical essay? 
Be it as it may, I bet you’ve been 
distracted by notifications from your 
WhatsApp, or you’ve checked your 
Facebook sporadically just to get a 
moment of rest. 
But is it rest? Does switching between 
tabs and apps really invigorate your 
perception when you head back to the 
text you were studying? You may think 
so, but recent studies show that’s 
a grave mistake. Incessant clicking 
leads to us having an attention span 
shorter than that of a goldfish (9:12 
seconds, fish wins). People check their 
phones 85 times a day on average. 
They do it in short bursts of less than 
30 seconds. Which has the worst pos-
sible effect. 
Now, how long is the longest train 

of thought you’ve sustained lately? 
The deepest problem with the deluge 
of irrelevant information and being 
glued to screens compulsively, is 
that it worsens the quality of your 
consciousness. It makes you unable 
to sustain attention. I’ve experienced 
it many times when succumbing to 
reading on my iPad rather than picking 
up a printed book before sleep. 
Are things truly that bad? Are we all 
to blame? Not exactly. Our attentional 
resources are very constrained, biolo-
gically. So it may be that it’s not that 
technology is shrinking our attention 
spans, but that our culture encoura-
ges us to let more spam in. 
Multitasking and switching between 
media creates motion which we are 
tempted to mistake for action. You 
have the illusion that you’re accom-
plishing more with this massive pa-
rallel processing. Your To Do list looks 
like a hamburger. Tasks are stacked 
on top of each other, jammed into one 
time slot. For better or for worse, we 
do our best in serial mode. One task at 
a time. So I’m afraid we have to make 
do with ‘nuggeted’ schedules – chew 
through one task diligently, then move 
on to the next. Gobbling down a ham-
burger in one go is bound to give you 
cramp. Or a headache and irritability, 
if you dump too much spam into your 
attention span. 

Kate Sytnik is studying Liberal 
Arts & Sciences at the Erasmus 
University College

Attention 
spam
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 “Campus bunnies exploring the 
construction works.” 

Eva Rood gives her own twist to the story that five tiny 
bunnies are found on campus Woudestein.

Maarten Frens 
@hersenprofessor 
Well that’s a first. 
Student uses references 
in answering written 
exam questions #grading 
@EUC_Rotterdam

The dean of Erasmus University College is 
quite surprised by the answers of EUC 
students.

“The prospect of death functions 
as a motivator to get started with it 

right away, before it is too late”
 In the ongoing series about Desiderius Erasmus and Rotterdam, 

‘religious nones’ explain why life without God isn’t entirely pointless.

“Wow, actually 
Pieter Zwart 
should receive 
an honorary 
doctorate.”

Bernard Mandeville 
about the number 
one in the Quote Top 
100 Young Millionai-
res, Coolblue direc-
tor and EUR alumnus 
Pieter Zwart. .

What’s 
online

www.erasmusmagazine.nl
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 DEMI BARTELS (19),

INTERNATIONAL 
BACHELOR COMMUNICA-
TION AND MEDIA (IBCOM)

‘Style. “I must say this, I ado-
re sparkles. That’s what I 

look for in my clothes. 
I wouldn’t say I have 
a very defined style, 
but some things stand 

out. For example, I love 
comfortable clothing, like 

this baby blue vest I’m wea-
ring today. It’s chilled and I like 
that. I mostly wear black. Well, 
I’m not today, but I usually do. 
Again, I like wearing lots of glit-
ter. I have a lot of shirts and 
skirts with a sparkly detailing 

on them. I love those items, but 
I don’t wear them every day be-
cause I don’t want to be too over 
the top. My go-to item has to 
be a pair of black jeans or a glit-
ter top and I love black boots as 
well. I don’t have a style icon and I 
don’t follow trends. I guess I do 

it subconsciously when I shop. 
I mean stores already select 

from the current trends 
and you can see the same 

kinds of clothes in the various 
stores. But, honestly, I don’t care 

about clothes that much.”

Theatre. “Something that’s really part of me is theatre. I 
love being in the spotlight. I like the creativity involved, ac-
ting different roles and expressing different opinions. Ac-
ting is something that gives me joy. At secondary school, I 
was part of a theatre group for eight years. I stopped ac-
ting when I cane to university, but it’s definitely something 
I want to pick up again.  There are several upcoming pro-
jects that will enable me to get involved in theatre again, 
so I’m following them really closely. It’s really exciting.”

SSR. “I’m a member of the SSR-Rotterdam student as-
sociation, which is a big part of my life. Being part of it 
gives my student life a good balance between the more 
international side which I get through my studies and the 
more ‘Dutch’ side which is SSR. I love the international en-
vironment of IBCoM and EUR in general, though I know 
the majority of the people I meet there will leave the city 
or the country at some point. Through the association, I 
get to meet people from different studies and faculties. 
It’s great for networking as well. I was born and raised in 
Rotterdam and I enjoy being involved in the city. SSR al-
lows me to do that through voluntary work and it’s also 
great fun.” 

EUR Confession #440 
I know students with 
a job next to their 
studies. Don’t they have 
parents?

On the facebook page EUR 
Confessions, students can post 
messages anonymously. Even if they’re 
really unpleasant.

Ruta del Modernisme @rutaziabkute 
Thesis writes faster with this in front of you. 
#Rotterdam #Netherlands #skyline #view #city…  

           @rutaziabkute falls in love with the skyline of Rotterdam


